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Essential (Formal) Literary Essay Parts

I. INTRODUCTION: the first paragraph in your essay. It begins creatively in order to catch your reader’s interest, provides essential background about the literary work, and prepares the reader for your major thesis. The introduction must include the author and title of the work and mention its most important function or purpose. Other essential background may include setting, an introduction of main characters, etc. The major thesis goes at the end. Because the major thesis sometimes sounds tacked on, make special attempts to link it to the sentence that precedes it by building on a key word or idea. 

Creative Opening/Hook: the beginning sentences of the introduction should catch the reader’s interest. Make sure it connects fluidly to the rest of the paragraph.
begin with a quotation/saying

Example: “Power corrupts; absolute power corrupts absolutely.” This quote by John Acton has prompted George Orwell to write the allegory Animal Farm. 

Example: All brawn and no brain. That is what usually comes to mind when one thinks of an athlete or a blue-collar worker. But there is much more to a typical, well-built hard worker. George Orwell creates one such character in his novel Animal Farm, which is based on the Communist Era in the former Soviet Union.

begin with a universal idea

Example: There are many leaders in this world. Some have left a positive mark on history, while others are remembered as villains. In his book Animal Farm, George Orwell writes about one of these villains.

begin with a startling fact

Example: Many are familiar with Adolf Hitler and the millions of lives that were affected during his rule. However, very few know that there was another ruler in Europe, who is responsible for the deaths of twice as many people. His name is Joseph Stalin, and Orwell creates a character based on his personality in his allegory Animal Farm. 

begin with a question

Example: What makes a good leader? Is it intelligence, creativity, or an iron will? Whatever it may be, a good leader is someone who improves the lives of others without being too selfish. That is definitely not the kind of leadership that one sees in George Orwell’s Animal Farm.

THESIS: a statement that provides the subject and overall opinion of your essay. For a literary analysis your major thesis must 

(1) respond directly to the essay prompt/question and 

(2) provide a roadmap or suggest the organization of the paper. 

Example: Through Paul’s experience behind the lines, at a Russian prisoner of war camp, and especially under bombardment in the trenches, Erich Maria Remarque realistically shows how war dehumanizes a man. 

Sometimes a thesis becomes too cumbersome to fit into one sentence. In such cases, you may express the major thesis as two sentences. 

Example: In a Tale of Two Cities, Charles Dickens shows the process by which a wasted life can be redeemed. Sidney Carton, through his love for Lucie Manette, is transformed from a hopeless, bitter man into a hero whose life and death have meaning.
II. BODY PARAGRAPHS 
A) Body: the support paragraphs of your essay. These paragraphs contain supporting examples: (evidence) and analysis/explanation (commentary) for your topic sentences. Each paragraph in the body includes (1) a topic sentence, (2) textual evidence (a.k.a. quotes from your reading) and analysis/commentary (a.k.a. explanation), and (3) a concluding sentence. In its simplest form, each body paragraph is organized as follows: 

1. topic sentence 

2. lead-in to textual evidence 1 

3. textual evidence 1 

4. analysis/commentary 

5. transition and lead-in to textual evidence 2 

6. textual evidence 2 

7. analysis/commentary 

8. concluding or clincher sentence

1) Topic Sentence: the first sentence of a body or support paragraph. It identifies one aspect of the major thesis and states a primary reason why the major thesis is true. 

Example: When he first appears in the novel, Sidney Carton is a loveless outcast who sees little worth in himself or in others.

2) Textual Evidence: a specific example from the work used to provide evidence for your topic sentence. Textual evidence can be a combination of paraphrase and direct quotation from the work. 

Example: When Carton and Darnay first meet at the tavern, Carton tells him, “I care for no man on this earth, and no man cares for me” (Dickens 105). 

3) Analysis/Commentary: your explanation and interpretation of the textual evidence. 

Analysis tells the reader what the author of the text means or how the textual evidence proves the topic sentence. Analysis may include interpretation, commentary, argument, insight, and/or reflection. (Helpful hint: In your body paragraph, you should have twice as much analysis as textual evidence. In other words, for every sentence of textual evidence, you should have at least two sentences of analysis.) 
Example: Carton makes this statement as if he were excusing his rude behavior to Darnay. Carton, however, is only pretending to be polite, perhaps to amuse himself. With this seemingly off-the-cuff remark, Carton reveals a deeper cynicism and his emotional isolation. 

4) Transitions: words or phrases that connect or “hook” one idea to the next, both between and within paragraphs. Transition devices include using connecting words as well as repeating key words or using synonyms. 

Examples: Finally, in the climax… Another example of … Later in the story…   In contrast to this behavior… Not only…but also… Furthermore,… Moreover, …
5) Lead-In: phrase or sentence that prepares the reader for textual evidence by introducing the speaker, setting, and/or situation. 

Example: Later, however, when the confident Sidney Carton returns alone to his home, his alienation and unhappiness become apparent: “Climbing into a high chamber in a well of houses, he threw himself down in his clothes on a neglected bed, and its pillow was wet with wasted tears” (Dickens 211). 

6) Clincher/Concluding Sentence: last sentence of the body paragraph. It concludes the paragraph by tying the textual evidence and commentary back to the thesis. 

Example: Thus, before Carton experiences love, he is able to convince himself that the world has no meaning.

CONCLUSION: last paragraph in your essay. This paragraph should begin by echoing your major thesis without repeating the words exactly. Then, the conclusion should broaden from the thesis statements to answer the “so what?” question your reader may have after reading your essay. 

The conclusion should do some of the following: 

1) Reflect on how your essay topic goes beyond the book 

2) Evaluate how successful the author is in achieving his or her goal or message 

3) Illustrate the novel’s value or significance

4) Make predictions 

OR



5) Connect back to your creative opening 

